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Examples of what is working well in the State of Iowa: 

  Inter-agency cooperation during floods and other emergency situations happens 
quickly in Iowa and with good results.  Historically, most interagency 
coordination during disaster response and recovery operations has been 
informal with ad hoc state leadership provided by the Iowa Homeland Security 
and Emergency Management Division. 
More recently, State and Federal interagency coordination on levee and 
floodplain recovery activities has been formalized through the Interagency 
Levee Work Group (ILWG) convened by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE).  A successor body, the Flood Risk Management Team begins 
ongoing coordination work in September 2009. 
The State Hazard Mitigation Team (SHMT) provides for interagency information 
sharing and dissemination related to the mitigation of all natural and man-made 
disasters.  The SHMT is not primarily focused on flood damage reduction and is 
not structured to handle detailed operations coordination between agencies. 
The recently-convened Water Resources Coordinating Council (WRCC) is 
charged to provide interagency program coordination on water resource issues.  
Those issues include those relating both to water quality (such as point and 
non-point pollution) and quantity (water supply, flooding, etc).   
See Table 1 for a description of the respective scopes and functions of these 
bodies. 

 

  The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and Iowa Homeland 
Security and Emergency Management Division (HSEMD) have helped ______ 
communities reduce future flood damage risks through the 404 and 406 Hazard 
Mitigation programs under the Stafford Act. 
In communities like Cherokee, Chelsea, Des Moines, Cedar Rapids and many 
others, 404 Hazard Mitigation funds have enabled home and business owners 
to relocate from high-risk areas, and helped communities convert former 
residential and business areas to useful but low-risk green spaces. 
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The FEMA 406 Program has helped local governments cover the cost of 
modifying roads and other infrastructure to make them more resistant to flood 
damages during future flood events.  

  Wetland mitigation banking provides for cost-effective and science-based 
mitigation for mitigating negative effects on wetlands from public infrastructure 
projects, private development and agriculture.    The first wetland mitigation 
bank restored previously-drained land in the Prairie Pothole area.  Wetland 
banking can help expedite well-planned projects that improve floodplain 
management.  Safeguards need to be in place to avoid wetland banks being 
used to accommodate inappropriate development in floodplains. 

 

  The USACE has provided important technical and financial support to levee 
districts and communities that participate in its PL84-99 ____________ 
Program.  Program requirements require participating local sponsors to build 
and maintain levees to USACE standards, and in return the USACE provides 
technical and financial assistance in the event levees are damaged during flood 
events. 
The USACE provide program and technical support to efforts aimed at 
encouraging non-structural alternatives to levee repairs in the aftermath of 2008 
flooding.  This support was fed through the Regional Interagency Levee Task 
Force (now the Regional Flood Risk Management Team) and the Iowa 
Interagency Levee Work Group (now the Iowa Flood Risk Management Team 
[FRMT]). 
As a result, a non-structural alternative (NSA) is being implemented at the 
Louisa Levee District 11.  This NSA will make more efficient use of public 
dollars, provide for additional flood storage, improve wildlife habitat and 
decrease flood damage risks to two communities while maintaining flood 
damage protection to a locally important county highway.  The Louisa LD11 
project will provide an example and case study for future NSA projects 
throughout the Midwest. 

 

  The Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) is a voluntary program offering  
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landowners the opportunity to protect, restore, and enhance wetlands on their 
property.  The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) provides 
technical and financial support to help landowners with their wetland restoration 
efforts.  The NRCS goal is to achieve the greatest wetland functions and values, 
along with optimum wildlife habitat, on every acre enrolled in the program.  This 
program offers landowners an opportunity to establish long-term conservation 
and wildlife practices and protection.  

  The Emergency Watershed Protection (EWP) Program undertakes emergency 
measures, including the purchase of flood plain easements, for runoff 
retardation and soil erosion prevention to safeguard lives and property from 
floods, drought, and the products of erosion on any watershed whenever fire, 
flood or any other natural occurrence is causing or has caused a sudden 
impairment of the watershed. 
EWP Floodplain Easement funds allocated to Iowa as a response to 2008 
flooding were focused in several floodplain corridors based on input provided by 
state agencies and non-governmental organizations.  Similar actions were taken 
after extensive flooding in 1993, which helped to establish the Iowa River 
Corridor and to enable the buy-out of the former Levee District 8 in Louisa 
County. 

 

  The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) has initiated an Iowa/Cedar 
Watershed Study which is intended to provide an assessment of flood damage 
risks and contributing factors.  This study is being conducted in cooperation with 
the Flood Risk Management Team, the Water Resources Coordinating Council 
and their member agencies. 
Five other assessments are being done that will provide support to the USACE 
Iowa/Cedar study.  Rapid watershed assessments (RWAs) have been or are 
being completed by the NRCS on all the sub-watersheds of the Cedar River 
Basin.  This work will provide useful background information for the USACE 
study.  In addition, the DNR and NRCS are collaborating on a high-cut 
assessment of all floodplains in Iowa to identify floodplain segments that should 
be top priorities for more detailed study and perhaps focused conservation 
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easement program investments. 

  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) Private Lands Program has been 
used to purchase the residual value of some land tracts that have been enrolled 
into USDA conservation easement programs.  The FWS Private Lands Program 
has also been used to purchase some easements in high priority wildlife areas.  
These purchases have resulted in local floodplain land use changes and have 
provided for limited flood water storage. 

 

  The USACE through its responsibilities under the Clean Water Act and the Iowa 
DNR through its responsibilities for floodplain regulation provide opportunities 
for interagency comment and coordination on projects that are planned for or 
will affect floodplains. 

 

  The PL83-566 Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention (PL-566) Program 
has a long history of flood damage reduction success in watersheds and 
communities across the state.  These projects have provided other benefits 
including agriculture pollution control, erosion control, fish and wildlife habitat, 
water supply and recreation. 
PL-566 authority is broad enough to provide for a variety of flood damage 
reduction approaches, including the purchase of floodplain easements, and the 
implementation of both structural and non-structural upland run-off reduction 
measures. 

 

  The Iowa Department of Economic Development (IDED) has recently required 
new development projects receiving IDED assistance to conform to Low Impact 
Development principles in an effort to reduce negative hydrologic impacts of 
development projects. 

 

  The Iowa Department of Transportation (IDOT) has targeted staff to water 
resource issues in order to better consider floodplain and wetland issues during 
project planning and implementation. 

 

Areas where improvements could be made: 

  Consistently appropriate land use decisions in urban areas require rational  
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zoning, skilled administrators, educated and ethical elected and appointed 
officials, and sustained political courage.  The absence of any one of these traits 
may result (and has resulted) in poor land use decisions and increased risk of 
flood damages in the future. 
Improved land use management will require a more sustained commitment to 
local support, strengthened state regulations, and state staffing adequate to 
ensure accountability of local officials. 

  In NRCS in Iowa has given partner agencies and non-governmental 
organizations the opportunity to nominate special project areas for focused 
WRP funding.  This is a good practice and should be enhanced through planned 
and targeted WRP project areas (in addition to the self selection that already 
happens). 

 

  The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) administered by the USDA Farm 
Services Agency has been very successful in providing year-around cover.  
CRP enrollments have provided for localized increases in water infiltration.  Soil 
conservation from well-developed roots also decreases surface runoff, and 
keeps water on the landscape.   Planned, targeted CRP enrollments on critical 
portions of watersheds could be a tool (in combination with other upland 
strategies and improved floodplain management) to help reduce downstream 
flood damages. 
The CRP has a 10-year renegotiable term, but it does not lock-in perpetual land 
use through an easement or similar agreement.  CRP rental rates have not 
risen to match farm land rental market values. 

 

  Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) is providing focused 
nitrate reduction benefits where it has been implemented so far.  Around 35 
projects are in place, with another 18 under construction and another 70 in the 
process of being enrolled.  Existing sites provide localized nitrate reduction and 
flood water attenuation benefits where they have been installed. 
This program has been implemented on a very limited scale relative to the 
overall need.  It has not yet provided a significant reduction in nitrate 
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concentrations on major Mississippi River tributaries and will not do so unless 
the concept is implemented extensively throughout the tile-drained areas of the 
state.  CREP sites will not provide significant flood damage reduction benefits 
unless flood water detention is planned and provided for in CREP structure 
placement and designs. 

  Several state water resource programs are providing useful if limited assistance 
to water resource projects.  Generally these programs have been focused on 
the maintenance of soil productivity or improving water quality.  With a few 
exceptions, these programs have generally not focused on the floodplain 
management or flood damage reduction.  State water resource programs 
include: 

• Department of Natural Resources (DNR): 
o 319 Program (EPA program administered by DNR) 
o Lake Restoration Program 
o Clean Water Revolving Fund 

• Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship (IDALS) 
o Iowa Financial Incentives Program (IFIP); 
o Watershed Protection Program (WSPF); and 
o REAP Water Protection Fund (WPF). 

The IFIP and WSPF programs could be targeted to focus more on 
upland run-off reduction.  However, there would be associated 
opportunity costs in the form of other objectives that would receive less 
attention than they are currently. 

 

  The Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program (FRPP) works well in Iowa but is 
underutilized.  This program provides matching funds to help purchase 
development rights to keep productive farm and ranchland in agricultural uses.  
Working through existing programs, USDA partners with State, tribal or other 
local governments and non-governmental organizations to acquire conservation 
easements or other interests in land from landowners.  USDA provides up to 50 
percent of the fair market easement value of the conservation easement. 
Iowa needs to set aside a pool of money to be used as matching funds to 
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maximize federal funding. 

  The Federal PL83-566 Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention (PL-566) 
Program has a long history of flood damage reduction success in watersheds 
and communities across the state.  However, appropriations for this program 
have dwindled such that only a relative few earmarked projects currently receive 
funding for new construction or for the rehabilitation of older project dams. 
Federal funds for planning new PL-566 projects have not been available for 
several years.  New planning currently underway in Iowa is being funded by 
local project sponsors that are primarily interested in the development of new 
surface water supplies. 
The PL-566 program could provide a focused, flexible tool for managing local 
flood risks if it were funded adequately. 

 

  The Grassland Reserve Program (GRP) works well in Iowa but is under-utilized.  
This is a voluntary conservation program that emphasizes support for working 
grazing operations, enhancement of plant and animal biodiversity, and 
protection of grassland under threat of conversion to other uses. Participants 
voluntarily limit future development and cropping uses of the land while retaining 
the right to conduct common grazing practices and operations related to the 
production of forage and seeding, subject to certain restrictions during nesting 
seasons of bird species that are in significant decline or are protected under 
Federal or State law.  A grazing management plan is required for participants. 
The GRP could be used as a tool both for upland run-off reduction and for 
floodplain management. 

 

  Existing water-related programs are in different agencies.  Need a common 
clearinghouse for applicants to accommodate referrals to appropriate programs. 

 

  More needs to be done to help the public better understand flood threats, land 
use, and long-term vs. short-term needs. 
An example is the need for better public information/education in understanding 
risks relating to property being considered for purchase.  Land abstracts are a 
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tool to use.  More detailed information on flood risks needs to be disclosed prior 
to sale transaction to facilitate informed buying decisions. 

  Continue to use EWP/WRP style easement programs to protect floodplains, but 
pursue partnerships to provide for expedited restoration, more focused 
management and more frequent monitoring. 

 

  Build the institutional capacity of the WRCC to ensure ongoing inter-agency 
coordination including federal, state, NGO’s, private, and special teams.  Many 
agency program funding sources do not fit flood risk management.  There is a 
need for program funding specific to flood damage reduction. 

 

  Currently responding to disaster and actions are disaster-driven.  Need a “next-
time” plan at local level using LiDAR flood maps.  Identify risk and inform land 
owners of risk.  Provide options to move out before a flood.  Identify appropriate 
land use and move towards more appropriate land use.  Create ability for local 
planning and sound decision making. 
There are FEMA, USACE and NRCS authorities that could help implement 
plans if resources are available for project planning and required non-Federal 
match requirements. 

 

  The WRCC, SHMT and FRMT need to continue to integrate the efforts of 
“traditional” water resource agencies (USACE, DNR, etc.) with agencies such 
as IDOT and IDED whose activities have very significant impacts on water 
resources. 

 

  The Iowa Code in Chapter 161(E and F) provides authorities for county boards 
of supervisors to provide local dollars and management frameworks for water 
and floodplain management.  Current authorities need to be studied to identify 
needed modifications that would better provide for proactive local project 
development and implementation. 

 

  More needs to done to reconnect streams and rivers to their respective flood 
plains where it can be done while avoiding increased flood damage risks to 
critical infrastructure and vulnerable populations.  In agricultural areas currently 
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protected to some extent by levees, opportunities should be identified to allow 
for low velocity flood flows that would provide for flood water storage while 
minimizing cropland damage from concentrated, high-velocity currents.  The 
planned modifications of Louisa Levee District 11 may provide a case study for 
similar projects in the future. 

  Water needs to remain on the landscape within a watershed.  The rapid 
drainage of surface runoff and subsurface flow needs to be reversed to mitigate 
the magnitude of peak flows.  The landscape’s ability to store water can be 
increased through targeted placement of practices that infiltrate and retain 
surface runoff.  These practices could reduce flooding from high-frequency 
(smaller) storm events and be a useful complement to floodplain management 
strategies to manage flood damages from lower-frequency (larger) storm 
events. 

 

  Good restoration planning and follow up is needed.  It is common for large 
blocks of retired farmland in the floodplain to become monocultures of reed 
canary grass and other noxious weeds.  This is only prevented with annual 
maintenance.  Partnerships with DNR, TNC, private landowner groups 
(watershed groups) should be explored for monitoring, management and (in 
some cases) public access. 
These actions would increase the value of easement areas and help make them 
community assets for economic development and improved quality of life. 

 

 


